In spite of a certain gruesome fascination, forensic medicine, or medical jurisprudence which in England is virtually synonymous, has never been a popular subject with the medical profession. Perhaps not surprisingly, little attention has been paid to its history. Not until the latter part of the eighteenth century was any move made to rectify the grave deficiencies of knowledge of forensic medicine in Britain. William Hunter (1783) published his very important essay on the signs of murder in bastard children. His brother, the great John Hunter, suffered a humiliating experience when called to give evidence at the trial of Captain John Donellan charged with the murder of his brother-in-law, Sir Theodosius Boughton, at Warwick Assizes, March 1781. Donellan was charged on indictment with poisoning Boughton with arsenic, but at the trial it was said that the poison was laurel water. After the funeral, a very incomplete autopsy was carried out by a local surgeon in the family vault, eleven days after death when the body showed advanced putrefaction. No chemical analysis was made and the changes described were those of putrefaction only. John Hunter (1781) was asked whether the post-mortem appearances would indicate poisoning. 'Certainly not,' replied Hunter, 'I should rather suspect it to be apoplexy, and I wish that the head had been opened.' He also said that he thought the intestines should have been opened throughout their length, in cases of suspected poisoning, which had not been done either. He thought that the findings on autopsy as described gave not the least suspicion ofpoisoning.
In cross-examination he expressed his scientific doubts and uncertainties about the case, so that the more emphatic, dogmatic and unscientifically based evidence of the other doctors was believed, and Donellan was convicted and hanged.
This case led to much uneasiness amongst the more scientific members ofthe medical profession, and in 1788 appeared the first systematic book on medical jurisprudence in England -Dr Samuel Farr's 'Elements of Medical Jurisprudence' -a small octavo volume of only 139 pages which was a translation and considerable abridgement of the 'Elementa Medicinae Forensis' of Fazelius published in Geneva in 1767. Farr was an Edinburgh graduate and a successful Bristol physician who became a Fellow of the Royal Society, but his book was a poor, unscientific, imperfect, and unhelpful work. In spite of its inadequacies it was issued in two further editions in 1814 and 1815, and in this third edition was added a reprint of William Hunter's essay on 'The Uncertainty of the Signs of Murder in the Case of Bastard Children'.
In 1793 William Dease, a Dublin surgeon, published a small 32-page book 'Remarks on Medical Jurisprudence', which was inaccurate and unhelpful. In 1815 another Bristol physician, O W Bartley, published his 77-page 'Treatise on Forensic Medicine or Medical Jurisprudence'a work later described as 'a meagre production, with a bungling title'.
The first original and satisfactory work on the subject by an English author was George Edward Male's 199-page 'Epitome of Juridical or Forensic Medicine: for the use of medical men, coroners and barristers' published in 1816 and dedicated to Sir Sam Romilly. It was quite different from the few English works already publishedwell written, full of original observation and careful analysis of the evidence which may be obtained in medicolegal cases, and above all helpful to the enquiring medical man in spite of its conciseness. The book was a success and brought considerable fame to its author, who was subsequently known as the father of medical jurisprudence. A second edition entitled 'Elements of Juridical or Forensic Medicine' appeared in 1818, enlarged to 278 pages. Interest in the subject was now aroused, larger and more comprehensive books were subsequently published by Dr John Gordon Smith in 1821, and jointly by Dr John Ayrton Smith and a barrister John Fonblanque in three substantial volumes in 1823. No doubt partly due to this, Male did not produce any further editions of his book.
Paris & Fonblanque (1823) in their introduction, survey the history of medical jurisprudence and state: 'Dr Male is undoubtedly entitled to the grateful notice of the medical historian, as the author of the first respectable English book on Forensic Medicine'.
The first comprehensive American book was Theodric Romeyn Beck's 'Elements' published in 1823. Further editions of this book were edited by British authors, the second by Dr William Dunlop, and the third by Dr John Darwall, who was a colleague of George Edward Male as consultant physician on the staff of the Birmingham General Hospital. Like Male, Darwell came to a tragic death, dying of septicemia at the age of 37 following the infection of a patch of psoriasis on his hand when carrying out an autopsy on a patient who had died in the Birmingham General Hospital.
Male said in the preface of the first edition of his book: The object proposed by publishing these pages is, to put into the hands of medical men a concise Essay on Poisons and their Remedies, with a collection of those tests which are most to be relied upon for ascertaining their presence: also to point out what is necessary to be attended to in cases of sudden or violent death, that they may be prepared to state their evidence before a Coroner, or in a Court of Justice, in a manner reputable to themselves and satisfactory to the public. I am not acquainted with any work in the English language which treats fully on this subject: to one written in Latin by Professor Plenck, of Vienna, I am indebted for many valuable remarks; but that is in the possession only of a few, and is not a work of hasty reference . . . ... To Professor Duncan I acknowledge my obligation for the advantages I derived from his Lectures on Medical Jurisprudence, and have availed myself of my recollection of them, by introducing several of his valuable observations in this work ... ... My object has been, not to enter too much into detail, and load my book with a suit of experiments, but to confine myself to results; extract from the best authorities those remarks which appear to be worthy the attention of my readers, and compress them into a form most convenient for speedy consultation; for in cases of poison, suspended animation, &c. there is no time for deliberate reference to diffusive authorities, and a loss of time is often a loss of life. A great part of these pages has been written some years, but, from consciousness of their deficiency, withheld from the press; the indignation, however, which has been excited by the perusal of the medical evidence adduced in some recent trials, has induced me to offer them to the public. I shall be happy, if they shall be found in any degree to prevent 'those laws which were established by the integrity and wisdom of our ancestors, being injured by our folly, or perverted to an evil by our remissness'.
George Edward Male was born in 1779 probably in Birmingham, son of James Male, a prosperous ironmonger and member of a long established and highly respected Birmingham family. He was educated at Eton College where he was reported to have acquired some distinction in the classics and belles-lettres, together with the erudition and polish to his manners which were remarked upon in his obituaries nearly fifty years later. He then went to the University of Edinburgh to study medicine, paying visits to the London Medical Schools before graduating in 1802 with a thesis 'On Jaundice' which is dedicated to his father, and to his uncle, the Rev. John Dudley of Himley in Staffordshire.
Returning immediately to Birmingham and setting up in practice as a physician, he was soon appointed a physician to the Birmingham General Dispensary, which had been founded in 1793 by Matthew Boulton to provide medical care, midwifery and vaccination in their homes, if they were too ill to attend in person, for the poor of Birmingham who were not eligible for attention at the General Hospital, founded in 1765, or the workhouse infirmary founded in 1764. The Dispensary continued to do good work in the City of Birmingham right up to the beginning of the National Health Service in 1948, when it was converted into a chiropody school and clinic. Appointment to its staff was usually a stepping stone to appointment to the medical staff of the Birmingham General Hospital, and so it was for Male, who was elected physician to the Hospital in June 1805 -an office he held for thirty-six years, resigning in 1841 -a longer period of Section of the History of Medicine service than any other physician has given the hospital.
In addition to these unpaid public offices Male gave his services free to the Loyal Birmingham Volunteer Infantry raised in 1803 after the rupture of the Peace of Amiens, and at this time with some other physicians published a letter of advice to soldiers on how to preserve their efficiency and health, stressing temperance, personal cleanliness, regular hours and active sports.
He also continued for a number of years to give, at his own house, free advice and treatment to the poor of the town.
As a physician he was acknowledged for the soundness of his judgment and the steadiness and perseverence of his practice, combined with the greatest kindness and most benevolent attention to his patients. He was handicapped by a degree of deafness, which possibly accounted for his refusal to assist in the formal teaching of Birmingham Medical School, founded in 1825, though he made his library available for the staff and students and helped in other ways.
An obituarist in the Medical Times (1845) wrote:
To his private patients, who were both numerous and of the highest respectability, he was endeared not only by the success of his treatment but by the soundness and integrity of his principles. He was a man of most undeviating honour and rectitude, faithful to his friends and of unyielding firmness in whatever he believed to involve matters of truth or of duty. He was a sincere upholder of professional dignity, courtesy, candourand kindness. Perhaps the best proof of the estimation in which he was held by the profession of Birmingham, will be found in a remark made to the writer of this article by a fellow-physician, who is too just to pay an unmerited compliment, and too generous to withhold a deserved onethe observation came with a peculiar emphasis, for it was offered over a grave -'Dr Male, Sir, was a man to whom I invariably took my hat off'.
Male's inflexible integrity, high principles, and courteous demeanour caused him to be universally esteemed by his professional colleagues, so that he was frequently consulted by them in matters of difficulty, regarding professional ethics or practice. It was, perhaps, this high reputation which led him to be involved in the ludicrous story of a duel between Birmingham medical men. A subscription medical library was wound up, and one of the members, Edward Townsend Cox refused to return the books in his possession. Cox was surgeon to the Dispensary, the Workouse Infirmary, and the Birmingham Garrison, and was a prominent and popular figure in the town. His son William Sands Cox, when only 24, founded the Birmingham Medical School by starting a course of lectures in his father's house in 1825.
Another member of the subscription library, Dr Gabriel de Lys, was deputed to remonstrate with Townsend Cox. Dr de Lys was a physician to the General Hospital and the only son of the Marquis de Lys who fled to Britain at the time of the French revolution. He founded the Deaf Institute in Birmingham in 1812. Dr de Lys was so rudely received by Mr Cox that he informed Mr Cox that there was only one way out of the difficulty, which had become an 'affair of honour'. A meeting was accordingly arranged and on the day in question Dr de Lys affectionately kissed his wife and children, without acquainting them with his deadly purpose, and set off with his duelling pistols and his second, a Dr Russell. Mr Cox asked Dr Male to act as his second; not only did Male refuse, but he at once informed the authorities what was afoot. When the combatants reached the appointed place they found the town policeman waiting for them and he ordered them to desist. The parties therefore betook themselves away againsafe but inglorious. For the purpose of the duel Mr Cox had borrowed some pistols from a gunsmith who on receiving them back, promptly exhibited them in his shop window with the label 'Birmingham Duelling Pistols Out twelve times, but as yet unfired'.
Dr Male's death in 1845 was an unusual one. He suffered for some time with severe rheumatic pains especially of the back and hips, for which he tried a number of remedies without relief. In July 1845 was published Dr Alexander Fleming's 'Inquiry into the Physiological and Medicinal Properties of the Aconitum Napellus' based upon Fleming's Gold Medal Edinburgh dissertation, which recommended tincture of aconite as a specific for rheumatic pains. Dr Male decided to try aconite, which he took as the tincture in the recommended dosage of five minims three times daily, increasing gradually to ten minims, but he reached only one dose of ten minims before dying on the sixth day of treatment.
The circumstances are best described by the witnesses at the subsequent inquest (Birmingham Advertiser 1845). On the fourth day of the aconite treatment Dr Male asked his butler, John Barker, if he looked unwell, and he was assured that he looked very unwell. The following day, Friday, Dr Male sent for his butler, who found the doctor alarmingly ill, more so than he had ever seen him. Dr Male wished to bid Barker farewell, and to evince his kindness and respect as he believed himself to be dying. He did not blame any person for his illness. Mr Russell, a surgeon, son of Dr de Lys's second in the abortive duel, was Dr Male's friend and medical attendant. He related how Dr Male had complained of rheumatic pains for six weeks or two months past. On the Thursday before the doctor's death, after being called by Male's son, he saw him very ill in bed, with cold extremities, a cold clammy skin, a quick and feeble pulse, cramps and pains in his legs, and colicky pains in the stomach. He also complained of confusion of thought. He said that he had tried tincture of aconite according to Dr Fleming's recommended dosage, and had developed vomiting and diarrheea for which he had taken a single dose of opium. He expressed his conviction that he should die, and that the medicine was too powerful for him. Mr Russell prescribed mild aperients, with camphor and ammonia, and did his best to cheer the patient up. That evening Russell saw his friend again in consultation with Dr Male's son-in-law, Mr Samuel Amphlett, an honorary surgeon at the General Hospital, when there appeared to be some improvement, but on the next day, Friday, when seen again by Russell, Amphlett and James Johnstone, physician to the General Hospital, he was much worse and by evening was moribund. He had no paralysis, and though in a torpid state could easily be roused, and then his intellect was clear. He was perfectly composed, and died peacefully, at about ten o'clock on Saturday morning, 26 July 1845, surrounded by his family and after taking affectionate leave of them and Mr Russell, whom he reminded of their thirty-five years' uninterrupted friendship. Twenty hours after his death Mr Russell carried out an autopsy in the presence of four other doctors, and found nothing remarkable beyond an unusual fluidity of the blood.
The inquest was held on the following Tuesday at the Grand Turk Public House before the Coroner for Birmingham, Dr John Birt Davies, who was also the first professor of forensic medicine at the Birmingham School of Medicine. Mr Russell attributed death to the accumulated doses of the aconite depressing the nervous system. Aconite was little used in treatment and he was not prepared to say that ten minims of the tincture would produce a fatal effect. The jury accordingly brought in a verdict of accidental death from an overdose of aconite, taken medicinally by the deceased.
He was buried on the following Friday in the family vault in the churchyard of St Philip's, now Birmingham Cathedral, when upwards of forty of the leading medical men of the town were said to be present.
Thus died the Father of English Medical Jurisprudence. In his book, Male refers to the poisonous properties of aconite: Wolfsbane or Monkshoodthe leaves and root of this plant are violently poisonous when fresh, but not so much when dried. They produce heat in the mouth, throat, and tongue, which gradually affects the whole body, occasioning spasm of the muscles, great debility, and giddyness; sometimes purging and vomiting, followed by delirium and insensibility.
He adds as a footnote a comment from Theophrastus that a poison may be prepared from this drug so as to occasion death within a certain period, as two, three, or six months, for which no remedy has been discovered, on which account the people were forbidden to have the plant in their possession, under pain of capital punishment.
